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It's More Than 
Just Matching Gauge 



by Margaret Radcliffe 






f ave you ever used a different yarn than the one 
^ called for in a pattern? If so, you know it can 

be difficult to predict the results. While it's impor- 
tant to match the gauge of the original yarn, you also need 
to keep in mind yarn thickness, fiber content, structure, color, 
and texture. 



Photo J: Yarn thick- 
ness (top to bot- 
tom): fingering, 
sport, worsted, 
bulky 



Thickness 

Yarn thickness affects the number of stitches per inch and per 
row and dictates the thickness and behavior of the fabric you 
create. If you substitute a thinner yarn, you can knit it on big 
needles and match the gauge, but the fabric will be thin, stringy, 
and shapeless. You can force a thicker yarn to match the 
required gauge by compacting it on tiny needles, but the result 
will be a thick, stiff fabric with little stretch (see photo 1). 

To match the yarn's thickness, check the label, which will pro- 
vide four guidelines: 

• Yarn thickness (bulky, worsted, etc.) 

• Gauge in stitches (and possibly rows) 

• Total yards or meters 

• Weight of the skein or ball 

Compare the thickness and stitches per inch of the yarn called 
for and the yarn you'd like to use. If these match and the fiber 
content is similar, check the yardage and weight of the specified 
yarn against the yarn you plan to substitute. For example, if they 




are both 50-gram balls and the yardage Is nearly the same, it's a 
good match. If one is 50 grams and the other is 1 00 grams, dou- 
ble the yardage of the smaller ball to compare them. However, if 
one ball is measured in ounces and the other in grams, you'll 
need to do a little math: 50 grams equals 1.75 ounces. Divide 
the yardage of a 50-gram ball by 1 .75, then multiply that figure 
by the number of ounces in the other ball and compare the 
results. 

Fiber Content 

Choosing the same fiber content is critical to obtaining the 
proper drape of the knitted fabric. Most of the sheep's wool used 
in hand knitting yarns has a natural crimp that makes it elastic 
(meaning It stretches and then regains Its shape). Other animal 
fibers, like mohair and angora, do not have this crimp and are 
denser than wool, so they tend to stretch but not regain their 
shape. Each type of fiber has other qualities — consider the luxuri- 
ous, slippery drape of silk and some rayon yarns — that will affect 
how the knitted fabric behaves. 

If you substitute another animal fiber for sheep's wool, the 
garment Is likely to stretch in length and ribbing might be loose 
and droopy. Plant fibers like cotton, linen, and hemp are much 
denser than wool as well as inelastic, so they have an even 
greater tendency to lose their shape. In a shawl or scarf. 




Photo 2: Vest (left) in a wool blend; vest (right) in o cotton blend. The 
borders in the wool blend support the vest, but are too loose in the 
cotton vest. 
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stretching won't be an issue, but in a sweater that needs to fit 
properly, it can be a major problem. If you use light, stretchy 
wool for a garment that calls for a denser, inelastic fiber, you 
could end up with borders that pull in too much and a garment 
that's too short in proportion to its width. These problems can 
usually be solved by making the body longer and blocking the 
borders each time it Is washed (see photo 2). 

Still, there will be times when you really want to use a differ- 
ent fiber. If you can, pick a blend (one with just a little wool or 
spandex blended with cotton or linen, for example) that will mit- 
igate any problems and introduce some elasticity to help the 
garment retain its shape. 




Photo 3: Novelty yarns. (Left top to bottom): knitted tube, boucle, 
thick plied with thin. (Right top to bottom): chenille, brushed 
mohair, railroad yarn. 




Yarn structure can have a major effect on the appearance of 
the fabric. If there is a pattern stitch to be worked, it's going to 
show up better in a plain yarn than in a textured yarn. What Is 
not so obvious is how clearly you can see that the stitches vary 
greatly depending on how the yarn is plied (see photo 4). A yarn 
that Is round in cross section is going to provide the best stitch 
definition. For Seed stitch, other knit-purl patterns, or cables, 
look for a single-ply yarn or a yarn with multiple plies. Avoid 
two-ply yarns, because the two strands lying next to each other 
are too flat to show off the pattern stitch. Even yarns with three 
or four plies may not show a pattern stitch to advantage if they 
are loosely plied (see photo 5). 

Color and Texture 

Color and surface texture play important roles in the appear- 
ance of your knitting and interact with any pattern stitches. Dark 
colors and multicolors that change abruptly or have a lot of con- 
trast may completely obscure a complicated pattern stitch or 
look downright ugly. It's always worthwhile to knit a large 
swatch to see how a variegated or textured yarn will look in 
combination with the pattern stitch. Take a look at the swatch 
both up close and from across the room to make sure you like 
the effect. 



Structure 

There are single-ply yarns and yarns with multiple plies twisted 
together in various ways. There are also more complicated struc- 
tures such as boucle, knitted tubes, woven tape, and chenille. 
Fabrics knit from these yarns will not only look different from 
each other, they will also behave differently. If you know the 
structure of the original yarn, try to match it as closely as possi- 
ble: For instance, substitute a plied yarn for another plied yarn 
and a novelty yarn for another novelty yarn (see photo 3). 



Be Brave 

The previous warnings shouldn't stop you from choosing a dif- 
ferent yarn, but will help you match appropriate yarns with the 
garments you want to make. Be prepared to make garments a 
little shorter or longer if necessary, adjust the number of stitches, 
or change needle size to make borders a little bigger or smaller. 
Remember to consider the interaction of pattern, color, and tex- 
ture before you make a commitment to a particular yarn. 




Photo 4: Pattern stitches in (left to right) single-, two-, and three-ply yarn. Stitch defini- 
tion is best in yarns with rounder cross sections. Pattern stitches are less clear 
in the blue two-ply swatch. (The Seed stitch at the top looks very disorganized.) 



Margaret Radcliffe is 
the author of the best- 
selling The Knitting 
Answer Book (Storey 
Publishing) and the 
owner of Maggie's Rags 
Original Handknit Designs 
( WWW. maggiesrags. com). 



Margaret's latest book, The 
Essential Guide to Color 
Knitting Techniques (Storey 
Publishing), is available from 
your local yarn shop. 
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Lorna's Helpful Hints for Hand-Dyes 0 




by Lorna Miser 




ne clever and striking way to showcase variegated 
hand-dyed yarn is to use it as a transitional color. In 
order to create this effect, it is important to choose 
a variegated yarn and two hand-dyed solids that closely match 
the variegated color. The two solids need not match each other, 
but both solids should be strongly seen in the variegated yarn. I 
also highly recommended that the solid-colored yarns be hand 
dyed. Hand-dyed solids contain subtle variations of light and dark 
that will add to the success of this blending method, which has 
much to do with well-chosen colors. Once your piece is worked in 
this method, you will find its appearance to be similar to a gar- 
ment dunked gradually Into a dye pot so the colors flow like 
watercolors from one to the next. 



The choice of stitch pattern is entirely up to you. There are a 
few simple tricks to encourage the colors to blend even more 
than they would naturally. For instance, knit one of the two solids 




first, then work the variegated yarn, and then knit the second 
solid. The swatch shown in photo 1 is in Seed stitch. The colors 
blend fairly well and the Seed stitch adds to the blending, but, as 
you can see, there Is a definite stripe between skein changes. 




Another technique is to change colors gradually. The second 
swatch (see photo 2) has been worked in Stockinette stitch, mak- 
ing it easier to see the technique. This technique must be worked 
on circular needles in order to slide the stitches to the end of the 
needle where the next yarn color is waiting. After working a solid 
section of A and ending after a purl row, join B and knit across. 
The next row should be worked with A, but is at the wrong end 
of the needle, so slide the work back to the other end and knit 
across the row with A. Purl the next row with B, then again slide 
the stitches to the other end and purl across the A. Repeat these 
single-row stripes as many times as desired, then change to a sec- 
tion of just variegated yarn. Your eye will blend the colors of sin- 
gle rows far better than when you've worked two rows at a time. 
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The last swatch (see 
photo 3) is a combination of 
the first two techniques. It 
was worked in Broken Rib 
pattern as follows: knit all 
right-side rows and work 
Kl, PI across all wrong-side 
rows. When using this stitch pattern, work the same kind of single-row stripes as 
I did with the second swatch (see photo 2). The swatch from the last technique 
(see photo 3) shows the benefits of both the stripes and the purl stitches work- 
ing together to blend the colors. Depending on your color choices, you will find 
the transitions from one color to the next to be almost Indiscernible. 

The project that accompanies this article. Scalloped Mini Shawl (page 24), uses 
a blending method while at the same time incorporating the Feather and Fan 
stitch pattern. The transitional stripes are two rows, rather than single rows, 
because that fits more easily into the stitch pattern. 

Try this blending idea with any stitch pattern of your choice and with different 
colors. When you find a truly successful match of colors and stripes, your knit- 
ting friends will wonder how on earth you created such a beautifully merged 
colorway! 




Lorna Miser has been designing yarns, colors, and clothing 
since 1985. In 1986, she opened Lorna's Laces, a hand- 
dyed yarn company known for its fun colors and yarns. She 
sold her company a few years ago, allowing her more time 
to teach and design. Her latest book is titled The Knitter's 
Guide to Hand-Dyed and Variegated Yarn and is avail- 
able from Watson-Cuptill Publishing. 








Lorna has designed a project featuring the 
techniques described In this article. The 
instructions for Scalloped Mini Shawl begin 
on page 24. 
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